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The LiBH4+MgH2 system has great potential for hydrogen vehicle applications. In this study, the
reported solid-state hydrogenation system made of LiH+1 /2MgB2 has been investigated using
ultrahigh field nuclear magnetic resonance spectroscopy. It is found that Mg–Li ion exchange occurs
within MgB2 during ball milling to form a compound of Mg1−xLi2xB2, which facilitates the
formation of LiBH4 in the subsequent hydriding reaction. This discovery offers a scientific
foundation for investigating the detailed mechanisms of solid-state hydrogenation and
dehydrogenation of the LiBH4+MgH2 system in the future. © 2009 American Institute of Physics.
DOI: 10.1063/1.3110966
One of the key components for the development of fuel-
cell-powered vehicles is the high-performance on-board hy-
drogen storage materials that can store hydrogen with high
gravimetric and volumetric densities.1 Currently, lithium
borohydride LiBH4 has been studied extensively because it
is one of the materials that have the highest gravimetric hy-
drogen density 18.5 wt % H2 known today.1–3 However,
bulk LiBH4 can only be dehydrogenated and rehydrogenated
above its melting temperature 280 °C because of its high
chemical stability.3,4 To reduce the dehydrogenation tempera-
ture of LiBH4, a variety of approaches have been
investigated.4–28 One approach is to stabilize the dehydroge-
nated state using additives,5–8,21–28 as exemplified by the fol-
lowing reaction:7
LiBH4 +
1
2MgH2 = LiH +
1
2MgB2 + 2H2. 1
Recently, it has been demonstrated by Wan et al.29 that
by combining reaction 1 with nanoengineering and me-
chanical activation, the hydrogenation and dehydrogenation
temperatures of the LiBH4+MgH2 system can be reduced to
265 °C. The dramatic improvements in both the hydrogen
uptake and release kinetics of the LiBH4+MgH2 system have
been attributed to nanoengineering and mechanical activa-
tion attained through high-energy ball milling. However,
little is known about the structural changes, in particular, the
possible molecular interaction between LiH and MgB2 dur-
ing long-time ball milling, which is critical for understanding
the hydriding and dehydriding performance and further im-
provements in the future endeavor.
Nuclear magnetic resonance NMR spectroscopy, a
quantitative, nondestructive element-specific probe of local
structures, is an ideal tool for structural investigations.30,31 In
this study, a multinuclear 6Li I=1, 11B I=3 /2, and 25Mg
I=5 /2 magic angle spinning MAS NMR investigation of
the ball-milling mechanism on the LiH+MgB2 system is car-
ried out at ultrahigh magnetic field of 21.1 T to reveal the
phase change during long-time ball milling. The correspond-
ing Lamor frequencies for 1H, 11B, 6Li, and 25Mg were
900.602, 288.932, 132.531, and 55.137 MHz, respectively.
LiH of 95% purity and MgB2 of 98% purity were pur-
chased from Alfa Aesar and used as received. The LiH and
MgB2 mixture with a molar ratio of 1:1/2 was subjected to
high-energy ball milling, as previously described.29 The ball
milling times were 3 and 120 h, depending on the specific
experiment. Additional experimental details can be found in
supplemental material.
Figure 1 shows the ultrahigh field 11B MAS spectra. The
centerband peak position of LiBH4 is referenced as 0 ppm
and the corresponding half linewidth 1/2, defined as the
linewidth at the half peak height position, is 384 Hz. Note
that when referenced to the commonly used 1M NaBH4 in
aElectronic mail: jianzhi.hu@pnl.gov.
bElectronic mail: leon.shaw@uconn.edu.
FIG. 1. 11B MAS NMR spectra of a LiBH4, b MgB2, c LiH+MgB2
with 3 h ball milling, and d LiH+MgB2 with 120 h ball milling. The
spectra were obtained on about 5 mg of samples each with a 512, b 854,
c 414, and d 1979 scans and a recycle delay time of 1 s. Spinning rates
used were 16 kHz for a, c, and d, while 10 kHz for b. Peaks labeled
by “” are spinning sidebands.
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D2O, the centerband peak position for LiBH4 is at 43.2
ppm. However, in this work LiBH4 was also chosen as the
reference because of its relatively narrow linewidth and its
high sensitivity at the ultrahigh field. The centerband peak
position and 1/2 are 142.8 ppm and 1941 Hz for MgB2,
142.8 ppm and 1588 Hz for LiH+MgB2 with 3 h ball mill-
ing, and 142.8 ppm, and 5292 Hz for LiH+MgB2 with 120 h
ball milling, respectively. It is known32,33 that MgB2 has a
layered crystal structure where layers of boron are located
between layers of magnesium. Furthermore, Mg is ionized to
be Mg2+ so that MgB2 can be characterized by the ionic form
Mg2+B22−.
34,35 The similar 11B MAS centerband peak po-
sitions for the 3 and 120 h ball milled LiH+MgB2 spectra as
that of pure MgB2 indicate that the layered boron structure is
unchanged. The significantly increased centerband linewidth
5292 Hz for the 120 h milled sample suggests that the
particle size is dramatically decreased with a major portion
of the atoms exposed to the surface or grain boundaries,
consistent with x-ray diffraction XRD studies.29 However,
the centerband half linewidth, i.e., 1588 Hz, for the 3 h
milled LiH+MgB2 is less than that 1941 Hz of the pure
MgB2, which is presumably due to the mixing of the layered
aromaticlike structure of MgB2 and the nonlayered structure
of LiH. The layered structure of boron in MgB2, such as
graphite, leads to delocalized electrons and introduces the
anisotropic bulk magnetic susceptibility that cannot be elimi-
nated completely by MAS.36 The line broadening effect due
to the anisotropic magnetic susceptibility in a MAS spectrum
is larger when the size of the layered structure is larger. Thus,
by diluting the MgB2 powder with another material contain-
ing no layered structure such as LiH would improve the
spectral resolution in a way similar to that previously re-
ported in the study of hexamethyl benzene.36 Finally, the
expanded insets in Figs. 1c and 1d indicate that there is
no LiBH4 formed in the 3 h milled mixture, but there is a
small trace less than 1% of LiBH4 observed in the 120 h
milled LiH+MgB2 sample.
Figure 2a summarizes the ultrahigh field 6Li MAS
spectra. The peak for LiBH4 is located at 1.29 ppm with a
half linewidth of about 47 Hz Fig. 2a i. It has been
reported previously that at 21.1T field, the peak correspond-
ing to the solid LiH is located at about 2.76 ppm.31 Two
major peaks are observed for the 3 h milled mixture Fig.
2a ii. The 2.76 ppm peak is assigned to LiH, while the 0
ppm peak has a chemical shift similar to that of
LiOH·H2O.31 However, the 0 ppm peak in Fig. 2a cannot
be assigned to LiOH·H2O because the formation of
LiOH·H2O would completely block the reversibility of reac-
tion 1. The significantly enhanced hydrogenation and dehy-
drogenation associated with the ball milled LiH+MgB2 Ref.
29 unambiguously indicate that this 0 ppm 6Li peak must be
an intermediate. Furthermore, the lithium associated with
this intermediate must be in an ionic state because the peak is
at 0 ppm.
To further clarify the nature of the intermediate, 25Mg
MAS experiments have been carried out Fig. 2b. For the
3 h milled sample, the 26 ppm peak is due to MgO as evi-
denced by the spectrum acquired on bulk MgO given in Fig.
2b i. The broad 15 ppm peak has the same chemical
shift as that of MgH2 Fig. 2b ii and thus assigned to
MgH2. The major peak at 251 ppm with similar half line-
width as that of bulk MgB2 indicates that the short range
structure of MgB2 is largely unchanged after 3 h of ball
milling. However, when the ball milling time is increased to
120 h Fig. 2b iii, two dramatic changes are observed.
The first is the significant increase in the intensity of the
MgH2 peak, and the second is the substantially increased
linewidth 1/2 of 3600 Hz associated with both MgB2
and MgH2 peaks. This large linewidth, about a factor of 6
times that of bulk MgB2, suggests that both the remaining
MgB2 and the MgH2 formed after long-time ball milling are
mainly amorphous structures. A rough estimate of the inte-
grated spectral intensities in Fig. 2b iii indicates that ap-
proximately 50% of MgB2 is converted to MgH2.
Given the fact that the basic boron structure is un-
changed, the 6Li and 25Mg NMR results clearly indicate a
partial ion exchange mechanism induced by long-time ball
milling. A model is proposed and illustrated in Fig. 3. Ini-
tially, all the magnesium atoms are located between the bo-
ron layers and each is along the central symmetric axis of the
boron hexagonal structure Fig. 3a. After long-time ball
milling, a significant number of magnesium sites are ex-
changed with lithium Fig. 3b to form a compound with a
composition of Mg1−xLi2xB2 to maintain the charge bal-
ance. Each expelled magnesium combines with two protons
FIG. 2. a 6Li MAS NMR spectra: i LiBH4, ii LiH+MgB2 with 3 h ball
milling, iii LiH+MgB2 with 120 h ball milling. b 25Mg MAS NMR
spectra: i MgO, ii MgH2, iii LiH+MgB2 with 120 h ball milling, iv
LiH+MgB2 with 3 h ball milling, and v MgB2. All the spectra were ob-
tained on about 5 mg of samples each using a sample spinning rate of 16
kHz with i 16, ii 128, and iii 128 scans and a recycle delay time of 70
s for a samples and i 3800, ii 240 000, iii 83 000, iv 200 000, and
v 30 000 scans and a recycle delay time of 0.2 s for b samples.
FIG. 3. Color online Proposed structure changes a before and b after
long-time ball milling.
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from LiH to form MgH2. The formed MgH2 is located at the
immediate surface of the Mg1−xLi2xB2 structure and in a
highly amorphous state. This partial ion exchange mecha-
nism can be described by
2LiH + MgB2 →
ball milling
Mg1−xLi2xB2 + xMgH2
+ 2 − 2xLiH, 2
where x is a variable changing from 0 for MgB2 to less than
1, depending on the time of ball milling. The model proposed
is consistent with the previous XRD analysis29 showing the
absence of MgH2 after 120 h ball milling because of the
amorphous state of MgH2. This model is also in good accor-
dance with the Fourier transform infrared analysis, showing
little LiBH4 formation, as defined by reaction 2 see
supplemental material.
The formation of the compound Mg1−xLi2xB2 is likely
the key reason for the observed enhancement in the subse-
quent solid-state hydrogenation.29 Although the detail of hy-
drogenation mechanism remains to be studied, one possible
reaction pathway is the continued Mg–Li ion exchange
within Mg1−xLi2xB2 and simultaneous hydrogenation of
Mg1−xLi2xB2. It is noted that the extreme case of the con-
tinued Mg–Li ion exchange is the formation of the LiB crys-
tal. LiB has been observed experimentally.37 Furthermore,
the first-principles calculations reveal that Li is in the state of
Li+ ion in LiB Ref. 38 and stabilizes the hexagonal layers
of boron in LiB.39 Therefore, gradual transition from MgB2
to LiB through the intermediate Mg1−xLi2xB2 will involve
no change in the hexagonal layers of boron and no charge
unbalance. Although pure LiB may not form during the sub-
sequent hydrogenation because of the simultaneous Mg–Li
ion exchange and hydrogenation of Mg1−xLi2xB2, the for-
mation of Li-rich Mg1−xLi2xB2 compound is expected to
facilitate the formation of LiBH4 because the removal of Mg
from MgB2 is necessary for the formation of LiBH4.
In summary, the discovery made in this study under-
scores the importance of nanoengineering in that nanoscale
particles are necessary to reduce the diffusion distance,
thereby enhancing the Mg–Li ion exchange process as well
as the subsequent hydriding reaction. Mechanical activation
is important too because it introduces a large number of de-
fects to crystals and thus increases the diffusion rate. This
discovery also offers a scientific foundation for investigating
the detailed mechanisms of solid-state hydrogenation and de-
hydrogenation of the LiBH4+MgH2 system in the near fu-
ture.
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